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Abstract 
This study aims at comparing and contrasting the physical environment, play materials offered in the centers, pedagogical 
approaches used by the teachers during the play hours and emergence of play situations that are beneficial in children’s 
development. Data was collected mainly through naturalistic observation. In addition to observation, photos were taken in order
to analyze the physical space. 4-year-olds preschool- (P-4) classes were selected in both public and semi-private centers in 
Catalonia in order to compare and contrast educational opportunities in the play corners. Data was analyzed qualitatively. 
Findings on physical space have revealed that quality of child interaction and play time depended highly on the spatial 
organization and size/number of children ratio. This investigation has revealed that the teacher in the public pre-school was using 
pedagogically more appropriate strategies of teaching and was fulfilling her role as a guide more adequately.  It was concluded
that play corners in the public center were providing more (and better) opportunities for socio-dramatic play. 
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1. Introduction 
If we were to observe children in their daily lives, we would see that they spend most of their time playing. 
Children show different play patterns throughout their growth process. Children’s play patterns present a transition 
from basic motor actions to more complex games, individual play matures into group play. Play has such an 
important role in child’s growth that it was made official through the “Convention on the Rights of the Child”. As 
stated in Article 31 of this convention, states which signed this treaty recognized “the right of the child to rest and 
leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in 
cultural life and the arts” (UNHCR, 1989). From this declaration one can conclude that it is the adults’ responsibility 
to guarantee children’s participation in play activities throughout their childhood for a healthy development. Despite 
of play being an essential fact of healthy childhood development, early childhood education centers may or may not 
put play at the center of their curriculum. This study is intended to investigate the play possibilities offered in the 
play corners by public and semi-private early childhood education institutions. 
The present study examines the play corners based on assumptions taken from the socio-constructivist theory. 
According to this perspective, children construct their knowledge by interacting with their social surroundings. Play, 
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providing an adequate space for such an interaction, can be regarded as a beneficial medium of knowledge 
construction, especially in early childhood education. In his exhaustive study on the theory of play Elkonin (2005) 
identifies the work of Vygotsky as a cornerstone in socio-constructivist play theory. Vygotsky (1931, in Elkonin 
2005, pp. 82) defines play as a social activity through which children master social relationships and which serves as 
an opportunity for apprenticeship for future development of the children. Furthermore, he explains (1978) us how 
play contributes to child’s development: “Play creates a zone of proximal development of the child. In a play a child 
always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behavior. ..., play contains all developmental tendencies in 
a condensed form and is itself a major source of development”.  Perry and Dockett (1998) define play as “an ideal 
context in which to invoke an active role as a learner as children pursue issues and experiences that are of interest, 
relevance and meaning to them.” According to these authors, play offers a setting in which children can test their 
knowledge and teachers may expand their understandings on children’s interests and learning agenda. 
Play can be organized under several categories depending on its content such as, where it is played (indoor vs. 
outdoor play), who initiates it (teacher initiated, child initiated), how it is played (construction, socio-dramatic, 
games with rules, etc.). In order to analyze the play corners in depth it is essential to gain an understanding of socio-
dramatic play. Vygotsky doesn’t define socio-dramatic play explicitly, but he gives us the idea that when he talks 
about play, he implies socio-dramatic play: play is essentially social, is mediated by meaning, learned with other 
people in social contexts and requires interaction. It has imaginary elements and it is inherently rule-bound (Wood & 
Benett, 1998). “Socio-dramatic play occurs when several children take on different roles and interact with each other 
in terms of a situation that they have spontaneously created” (Elkin Rosen, 1974).  Socio-dramatic play requires 
negotiations skills and ability to compromise as it involves role taking. By engaging in a socio-dramatic play 
children acquire communicative skills and they become more successful at resolving conflicts related to peer 
interactions (Ashiabi, 2007). 
According to the socio-constructivist paradigm, nature of the constructed knowledge as well as the individual’s 
knowledge is influenced by the social environment. Thus, social interaction is a prerequisite for successful 
knowledge construction. However, not all kinds of social interaction ensure learning. Social interaction that leads to 
learning should be focused on the articulation, clarification, justification and the evaluation of information. A 
context that provides scaffolding, e.g. teacher-guided play, can be counted as favorable for learning. In order to 
ensure that play turns into a learning experience, teachers should carefully organize the play area, time and resources 
appropriately. When planning the time, teachers must spare enough time for extended episodes of play, as children 
need time to plan, negotiate the roles, debate and act. Socio-constructivists expect early childhood educators to be 
active agents in children’s learning process and they attribute a role to teachers which includes modeling, guiding 
and scaffolding in their students’ knowledge construction (Perry & Dockett, 1998).   
When the play is included in the curriculum, the most common use of its application is through the play corners. 
A play corner refers to a space where a child can play, either spontaneously or directed by an adult, both 
individually and in a group. A socio-dramatic play corner provides an ambient where children can channelize their 
desires, tensions, where they can liquidate conflicts and compensate their unfulfilled needs with others (Romero & 
Gomez, 2003). 
Taking the socio-constructivist theory on play as a reference point, this investigation aspires to answer the 
following questions: How are the play corners organized and used in educational settings?  What are the differences 
between what is offered by a public institution and by a private center? Aside from these questions, this study will 
test the assumption that private early childhood education centers provide better opportunities for children in play 
activities. 
2. Method  
In this qualitative study data was obtained through direct observations, through informal/causal conversations 
that the investigator had with teachers during the observation sessions. Observational data was collected by the 
primary researcher in both the public and semi-private preschools. These schools were chosen based on their  ability  
to provide functioning play corners.  Notes were taken during direct observations using an observation form 
elaborated by the researcher. This form was created as a flexible tool. It was used as a guide, rather than a strict data 
collection tool. Hence, it can be said that observations were direct, non-participative and semi-structured. 
Photographs were taken as artifacts only in the public preschool. Due to the restricted policy, the researcher was not 
allowed to take any type of photo in the semi-private preschool. However, photos that were already published in the 
school’s web page were used. Each observation session took about one hour and the primary researcher herself 
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observed the children's play corners on different days. Due to unforeseen reasons only one session was observed in 
the public sample whereas two sessions were observed in the semi-private sample. Data was collected between April 
and May 2008.   
Observational notes and photos were analyzed qualitatively. Notes were read repeatedly and then coded for 
evidence of physical environment/play materials, pedagogical approach and benefits of play.  Categories of physical 
environment/play materials include the spatial organization of play corners, types of materials used in the different 
corners, numbers of children and dedicated amount of time. The category of pedagogical approach relates to the 
intervention style of teachers. Lastly, benefits of play contain the findings on the organization styles of children and 
degrees of socialization. Examples that are presented in this article were chosen as representative of the 
overall school setting.  
3. Findings and Discussion 
The public sample (CEIP), CEIP Bellaterra, is located in the campus of Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. It is 
a public school in the area called Cerdanyola de Valles. The municipality is in the suburbs of Barcelona 
Metropolitan Area. The main language is Catalan. The main language is Catalan but there are some students whose 
mother tongue is Castellan. Although mostly Spanish students are enrolled, it is possible to see immigrant children 
as well. The preschool building is located in a closed playground and is surrounded by fences and a high door. 
Observed children were half of the P4 population and ranged in age between 4 to 5 years old. During the 
observation period, a teacher led 12 students in the classroom.  Every Thursday between 15:00 to 16:00 a free-play 
period was enacted.  
The semi-private sample (CL), Col.legi Lestonnac, is located in the heart of Barcelona Metropolitan Area. The 
preschool section is located on the fifth floor of the school building. Open air playgrounds are available in the form 
of a terrace on each floor (all the classrooms have an access to this terrace through a door of their own). Every class 
has an assigned day and an hour for free play. A teacher leads the children during this period. 24 students ranging 
from 4 to 5 years old were observed during two sessions. Free-play periods of the observed classes were held on 
Friday between 11:25 to 12:10. 
In CEIP, there were seven play corners that included a supermarket corner, home/kitchen corner, doctor/hospital 
corner, construction corner, puppet corner, hairdresser corner and costume corner. These play corners were located 
side-by-side horizontally along the main hall. There is one hour of free-play (including assigning a corner to each 
child, play period and tidy up time) each week in the curriculum. Each class had an assigned day and an hour. Each 
time only half of the class population (12 students) could use the play corners (maximum 4 students per corner). In 
the play corners materials and toys are as real as possible. In the construction corner, finished works of children are 
left as they are for a few day, in order to be exhibited like an art piece. In CL, there were four play corners: 
car/mechanic corner, house/kitchen corner, hospital corner and show/spectacle corner. Play corners were located in 
the square shaped entrance hall on the same floor. They are situated leaning against the walls. Generally there is 
about 1.15 hours of free-play (including approximately 30 minutes of corner assignment time, play time and 15 
minutes of tidy-up time) each week in the curriculum. All 24 children in the classroom can use these four play (6 
students per corner). Materials offered in the play corners are all toys. When we compare both settings, CEIP seems 
to offer a more adequate space for play period, whereas CL provides a very limited space, with less variety of toys 
and less opportunity for creativityIt's not only the size of the space that matters but also the organization of it, that's 
very important. CEIP not only offers a larger space, but also allows a maximum number of 4 children in each 
corner. IN CL, small space/crowded population ratio made it difficult to organize play in the corners.  
In CEIP, the teacher gets the students’ attention by singing a song. She asks to the group: “Who would like to 
play in the home corner?” In the supermarket corner she introduces the names of the fruits and the vegetables in the 
shop. Tidying up the play corners forms part of the playing hour. She announces that it is time to clean up with a 
song. After putting everything in order, she directs all the children to the puppet corner where the last activity 
occurs. During the puppet show, she asks questions to two children who are directing the puppets. Through asking 
questions, she has these two children to tell the story of the puppets. In CL, teacher cries out the names of the 
students to get their attention. She never gets involved in play except from when a child asks for a help or s/he tries 
to include her in the play. She constantly sits on a chair until it is time to clean up. When tidy up time arrives, she 
announces it by shouting out loud and claps her hands. The teacher working at CEIP uses teaching strategies more 
adequate to the children’s age range (developmentally appropriate practice) and play time is carried out as “Guided 
Play”. In CL, strategies used by the teacher are more traditional and tend to be more disciplined in approach. In this 
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sample the teacher facilitates the play period in corners as “Free Play” leaving children unguided during the play 
period.   
In CEIP, the teacher gathers all the members of the play group in a multi-purpose hall. Everybody sits on the 
floor. First she asks to the group: “who wants to play in the house corner?” A maximum of 4 students can play in 
each corner. If more than 4 students raise their hands, teacher asks more than once, and lets them think whether they 
really want to play in that corner or not. If the number can’t be reduced to 4 through negotiation, the teacher chooses 
4 students using tongue twisters. In CL the play period starts in the classroom. There is a play-chart with the 
students’ name and names of the play corners on it. Each corner has a color. There are 6 medals for each color, 
which means a maximum of 6 students can play in that corner at a time.  Each student can choose to play in a 
particular corner maximum of 5 sessions through out the school term. The teacher  looks at the chart and gives 
options to the student according to number of times she/he had been in the corners. (Ex: if a student has been to 
car/mechanic corner 5 times, hospital 4 times, show corner 3 time, house corner 3 times: the teacher asks to the 
student whether he/she wants to go to show corner or house corner.) By looking at these descriptions above, we can 
state that in CL, children are organized in a more structured way and a record is kept to avoid any kind of injustice 
in corner selection. This leads to a less freedom in choice. However, once the size of the space and number of 
children in the play group are considered, this limitation in choice seems inevitable in order to prevent a chaotic 
atmosphere. In CEIP, children have more freedom to select where they want to play. Furthermore, teacher offers a 
greater possibility of learning to negotiate. 
In CEIP, the children tend to play more cooperatively than in solitary or parallel play. In the supermarket corner 
three students were playing cooperatively using dialogues while doing shopping. In the hospital corner, two girls 
were playing a birth scene cooperatively.  In the home corner, two girls were playing a telephone conversation 
scene. Two examples of solitary play were noted down during the observation at CEIP. In the first example a boy 
was playing solitarily in the hospital corner and was taking photos with a camera. The second example was a 
cleaning scene took place in home corner. There a girl was sweeping the floor with a toy broom. Children in CL 
seemed to have a tendency to play more solitarily than cooperatively. In the hospital corner a boy wearing a 
laboratory coat puts a stethoscope around his neck and starts to play alone. Next, he examines a doll.  In the House 
Corner, a girl cooks using the oven. First she washes the pan, and then puts it over the cooker. Another girl eats at 
the table by herself. One girl separates the plates according to their colors. Interestinglyin the mechanic/car corner, 
almost all the kids play solitarily. One example observed was a girl who made a car from Legos, after completing it, 
starts driving it on the carpet which has prints like a road. Some examples of cooperative play were also noted in the 
hospital corner in CL where a student takes her baby to hospital. The child doctor, who wears glasses, takes the baby 
out of her stroller and puts the baby on the table. While he is taking the baby’s blood (by using a thin hose), the girl 
picks the baby up from the table. In both of the schools examples of solitary and cooperative play were observed. 
Frequency of cooperative play varied between different corners. Children tended to play more cooperatively in the 
hospital corner, whereas in mechanic/car corner it was very unlikely to see an example of cooperative play.  
Even though the principal idea of including play corner time in early childhood education is similar in both types 
of institutions, research proves that there are important differences between them. Findings on physical space have 
shown us that the quality of child interaction and play time depends highly on the spatial organization and 
size/number of children ratio. Romero and Gomez (2003) stated that the number of children in a corner should be 
around 2 to 5. Therefore,  in CL, not only is the space provided for each corner too small, but the number of children 
using each corner is over the optimum amount. These authors also stated that the corners must be separated as well 
defined structures and provide enough space so that children can move freely within. Once again in CL, corners 
didn’t have any kind of physical limitations, students and toys were often displaced from where they were supposed 
to be. Lack of limitations in the structure of the corners caused a rather chaotic play period. An environment that 
offers a wide range of play opportunities fosters a process of meaning construction and multiple skills development 
(cognitive, social, creative, physical, linguistic). Providing play opportunity means providing learning chance. 
Practicing and developing skills that would be helpful in their formal school lives (Hurwitz, 2002). Findings on the 
organization of the play spaces and the materials used in these play corners point out that CEIP is offering an 
environment which is fostering children’s learning experiences. Play is a reflection of social structures and it is an 
agent of socialization. During play, culturally establish roles are transmitted and this results in an approximation 
towards adults’ social world (Lopez & Lopez, 2006). Socio-dramatic play fosters communication skills and helps 
children to gain perspective on  respecting  one’s turn. These skills are fundamental to social interaction and 
socialization (Nicolopoulou, 1993). According to what was observed, it was possible to conclude that play corners 
in CEIP were providing more (and better) opportunities for socio-dramatic play. The reason for this can be attributed 
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to better (more efficient) quality in spatial organization and variety of play materials. In addition to the size/number 
of children ratio, in CL the teacher’s attitude wasn’t promoting socio-dramatic play or socialization. Developmental 
growth doesn’t occur through repetitious and careless activities. Children don’t learn because someone is telling 
them to do something or to imitate someone just because they are told so. Learning in early childhood years depends 
on play adventures in which a child is given freedom to choose, decide and encouraged to take the initiative to act 
(Shipley, 1997). When we take a look at the assignment of play corners, we can conclude that the students in CEIP 
have more freedom to choose where they want to play and they can change corners easier than their peers in CL. 
Based on these facts, it can be concluded that pedagogical strategies used in the selection assignment process by the 
teacher in CEIP contributes to an enhanced learning setting. 
4. Conclusions and Suggestions 
This study has provided a better understanding on how play corners contributed to children’s global development 
and how its implementation in practice can vary in different contexts. This in-depth investigation has made it 
possible to determine the differences between a public and a semi-private early childhood education centers. The 
investigators parted from the assumption that private centers would offer better conditions in early childhood 
education. The findings have proved this assumption wrong. In Spain, teachers working in public schools are 
selected after a very competitive testing process, so the ones who have better theoretical knowledge get to become 
public school teachers. In addition, public school teachers get paid more than private school teachers and this may 
be another reason why teachers want to work in the public sector. Finally, in private schools, the budget is cut in any 
way possible to increase profit. Undoubtedly, this policy has a direct negative effect on on the space used as play 
corners as well as the materials provided. 
The main limitation of this study was linguistic. Unfortunately, the primary investigator was not fluent in the 
Catalan language, the dominant language used in the play corners. Overcoming this barrier would have allowed the 
possibility of additional themes that could have occurred in the play corners to be examined and added as a different 
category to be analyzed. Another fact that limited this study was the number of observations in the public sample, as 
only one session was observed. More possibilities to observe would have provided more examples of themes that 
might have occurred during play in different play corners. Conducting research without the language and time 
limitations would most likely reveal significant data on peer-to-peer interaction during play and shed more light on 
the socialization process of children.  
Relating this study as a pilot, the investigators are working on a new investigation to gain a better understanding 
on how play corners could be used as a medium of inclusion for multicultural and immigrant children. This 
investigation will provide in-depth details on the teachers’ roles in play corners, as well as, further examination of 
themes that occur during the play spaces. 
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